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THE INFLUENCE OF DEATH AWARENESS ON GOAL ACHIEVEMENT 
REFLECTED IN JENNY DOWNHAM’S NOVEL BEFORE I DIE (2007) 
MUHAMMADIYAH UNIVERSITY OF SURAKARTA 
ABSTRAK 
Studi ini adalah tentang The Influence of Death Awareness on Goal Achievement 
in Jenny Downham’s Before I Die (2007) yang dianalisis menggunakan pendekatan 
Individual Psychology. Tujuan studi ini adalah untuk mengetahui indikator-indikator 
mendekatnya kematian pada seorang penderita kanker, untuk mengetahui respon seorang 
penderita kanker terhadap mendekatnya kematian, untuk mengetahui bagaimana 
pengaruh kesadaran kematian terhadap pencapaian tujuan yang ingin dicapai pada 
seorang penderita kanker, dan untuk mengungkapkan alasan Jenny Downham 
menekankan kasus kesehatan dalam novel Before I Die berdasarkan pendekatan 
Individual Psychology. Penelitian ini termasuk dalam penelitian kualitatif. Data primer 
dari penelitian ini adalah novel karya Jenny Downham berjudul Before I Die yang 
diterbitkan pada tahun 2007, sementara data sekunder dari penelitian ini adalah sumber 
lain yang terkait dalam studi ini, seperti: website, kamus dan beberapa buku yang 
mendukung penelitian ini. Peneliti menarik empat kesimpulan dalam penelitian ini. 
Pertama adalah indikator-indikator mendekatnya kematian pada penderita kanker, yaitu 
perubahan fisik, tidur yang meningkat dan nafsu makan yang turun, perubahan sikap, dan 
permintaan-permintaan khusus. Kedua,  respon penderita kanker terhadap mendekatnya 
kematian adalah sedih, iri terhadap orang disekitar, menerima kenyataan dan menghargai 
sisa waktu yang dimiliki.. Ketiga adalah pengaruh kesadaran kematian pada penderita 
kanker terhadap pencapaian tujuan yang ingin dicapai yaitu menghargai sisa waktu yang 
dimiliki, memiliki semangat untuk melanjutkan hidup, memiliki keinginan untuk 
melakukan sesuatu yang tidak biasa . Keempat adalah di dalam novel tersebut, penulis 
ingin menyampaikan bahwa hidup itu nyata. 









This study is about The Influence of Death Awareness on Goal Achievement in 
Jenny Downham’s Before I Die (2007) which is analyzed by using Individual Psychology 
approach. The objectives of the study are to know the indicators of the approaching death 
on a cancer sufferer, to know the response of a cancer sufferer to the approaching death, 
to know how death awareness influenced goal achievement on a cancer sufferer, and to 
reveal the reason why Jenny Downham addressed the medical case on Before I Die novel 
based on Individual Psychology approach. This research belongs to qualitative research. 
The primary data of this research is Before I Die by Jenny Downham in 2012, while the 
secondary data of this research are other sources related to the study, such as: website, 
dictionary and some books which support this research. The researcher draws three 
conclusions in this research. Firstly,  the indicators of the approaching death on a cancer 
sufferer, physical changes, increased sleep and reduced appetite, changes of attitudes, and 
special request. Secondly, the response of a cancer sufferer to the approaching death 
includes being depressed, envy, accepting the reality, and making use the remaining time. 
Third is the influence of death awareness on goal achievement are people can 
appreciating their remaining time of life, having spirit to live, and having desire to do 
something strange which normal people do not. Fourth is the author wants to make clear 
that death is obvious.  


















Before I Die novel was created by Jenny Downham. The novel was created to show 
Jenny’s care about the important of death awareness. It was published in 2007 in 
United Kingdom. The novel was originally published in Great Britain by David 
Fickling Books. The novel has 46 chapters and 296 pages. The major character in 
Before I Die is Tessa Scott. Tessa has terminal cancer and creates a list of ten things; 
she wants to do the best things in her life. Before I Die was adopted to Now is Good 
film in 2012. The stars of film are Dakota Faning and Jeremy Irvine. Now Is Good is 
a 2012 British teen drama film directed by Ol Parker. 
The story is about Tessa Walker, a sixteen year old girl who’s dying from 
leukemia. She’s made up ten list of thing she wants to do before she dies. But she 
quickly finds out that doing the things on her list isn’t going to be easy, as well as 
realizing that all the little things are what are important: hugging your best friend, 
talking to your brother, holding your father’s hand. Medical team help Tessa for four 
years, but her cancer has spread to her spinal fluid. So, the cancer has spread faster 
than anyone expected. 
Before I write this research paper, I have found a previous study about Before I 
Die novel. That is Suryaningrum Radityawati’s Life Instinct Experience in Before I 
Die (2014). On that research, Radityawati Suryaningrum concerned about life 
instinct experience reflected in the major character of the novel. 
Individuals continuously strive to increase their awareness of death to overcome 
the fear of death (Jung, 1961/1989, p. 314). Awareness of death is actualized by the 
death of a close person. The effect is stronger, the more unexpected the death is, 
increasing particularly in the case of the death of a young person, or unnatural death 
caused by an accident or violence. Awareness of death is also actualized by the 
breakup of close relationship, where it is stronger for the one who is abandoned and 
weaker for the one who has (Argo Moor, 2002). We do not know what comes after 
death. But as human beings aware of our mortality, we inevitably relate ourselves to 
our mortality. One output of such relating includes various beliefs about how the life 
of a person, his/her death and after-death existence are connected. Different beliefs 
have different ethical consequences and different impact on life. 
The death awareness can give influence on someone’s goal achievement. 
According to Michel Fortin, Goal achievement is considered by some to be success, 
for it is true that success is defined by the achievement of a desired objective. As we 
can understand, goals are personal adduces is relative to the individual. There are as 




consider themselves as successful with or without any goals. If person works and 
lives with some special purpose, that person may consider himself as successful. 
 
2. Underlying Theory 
There are some psychology theories that can be used to analyze a novel; one of them 
is individual psychology theory. It was suggested by Alfred Adler in 1911. He was 
born in Wina at 1970 from and died in Aberdeen, Scotland at 1937 when he was 
rounding for lecturing in the colleges (Supratiknya, 1993: 239). Individual 
psychology is a science that attempts to understand the experience and behavior of 
each person as an organized entity (Adler in Ryckman, 1985:95). 
3. Research Method 
The type of research method is qualitative research. The object of this study is 
divided into two, formal and material object. The formal object is the influence of 
death awareness on goal achievement. The material object is a novel written by 
Jenny Downham’s Before I Die. This novel has 296 pages and fourty six chapter. It 
was originally published by David Fickling Books in 2007. It was published in 2007 
in United Kingdom. The novel was originally published in Great Britain by David 
Fickling Books. The novel has 46 chapters and 296 pages. The major character in 
Before I Die is Tessa Scott. Tessa has terminal cancer and creates a list of ten things; 
she wants to do the best things in her life. Before I Die was adopted to Now is Good 
film in 2012. The stars of film are Dakota Faning and Jeremy Irvine. Now Is Good is 
a 2012 British teen drama film directed by Ol Parker. There are two data sources 
which are needed to conduct this research. They are primary data sources and 
secondary data sources. The primary data source is Jenny Downham’s novel Before I 
Die (2007). The secondary data sources are taken from other sources related the 
study, such as: website, dictionary, and some books which support the research. In 
collecting data, the researcher takes some steps as follow: 1) Reading the novel 
Before I Die repeatedly, 2) Taking notes of important part in both primary and 
secondary data, 3) Determining the characters of the novel, 4) Arranging the data 
into several parts based on its classification, 5) Classifying data by determining the 
relevant data. The technique of data analysis, the researcher uses three processes 
which relate to each other, such as data reduction, data display, and conclusion 
drawing 
The object of this study is divided into two, formal and material object. The 
formal object is the influence of death awareness on goal achievement. The material 
object is a novel written by Jenny Downham’s Before I Die. This novel has 296 
pages and fourty six chapter. It was originally published by David Fickling Books in 
2007. It was published in 2007 in United Kingdom. The novel was originally 
published in Great Britain by David Fickling Books. The novel has 46 chapters and 
296 pages. The major character in Before I Die is Tessa Scott. Tessa has terminal 
cancer and creates a list of ten things; she wants to do the best things in her life. 




Faning and Jeremy Irvine. Now Is Good is a 2012 British teen drama film directed 
by Ol Parker. 
4. Findings and Discussion 
4.1 Indicators of the Approaching Death 
The first time which makes Tessa aware of death is when she gets her cancer 
diagnosed. At that time she was young and thirteen. One year ago when she was 
twelve, her mother left her father. Her mother never come home after the tragedy, 
she just sent postcards for a while from places she had ever had. But after her mother 
knew that Tessa got her diagnosis, finally she found her way back. 
 
Then the winter came and I got my diagnosis. I’m not sure she believed it at 
first, because it took her a while turn round and make her way back. I was 
thirteen when she finally knocked on our door. (p.31) 
4.1.1  Physical Changes 
After getting her diagnosis, Tessa often finds there are many physical changes on her 
body. Her skin becomes grey and wrinkle. Her body is thin. She confident is 
decreased. She felt that she was an ugly girl look like an ugly dwarf. Sometimes she 
thinks that she was retreating, ghost-like, away from herself. This paragraph shows 
us how Tessa’s physical changes. 
 
 In Mum’s bedroom, I hitch my T-shirt up in front of the wardrobe mirror. I 
used to look like an ugly dwarf. My skin was grey and if I poked my tummy it 
felt like an over-risen lump of bread dough and my finger disappeared into its 
softness. They’re both poisons and they make you fat, ugly and bad-tempered. 
Since I stopped taking them I’ve started to shrink. Today, my hips are sharp and 
my ribs shine through my skin. I’m r retreating, ghost-like, away from her. 
(p.32) 
 
Other physical changes we can know from some slides which Dr.Ryan shows to 
Tessa’s father. After giving explanation to Tessa’s father that Tessa’s cancer has 
spread to spinal fluid, he shows him the slides to prove him. We can know the 
content of the slides from this sentence: 
 
He has some slides with him to prove the point, passes them round like holiday 
snaps, pointing out little splashes of darkness, lesions, sticky blasts floating 
loose. It’s as if a child with a brush and too much enthusiasm has been set free 
with s tin of black paint inside her. (p.50) 
 
4.1.2 Increased Sleep and Reduced Appetite 
Tessa had increased her sleep. At that time Tessa is with Adam. He stays all 




and she has another sleep. Even though Adam’s right next to her, she dreams of him. 
She dreams they walk together though snow, but they’re hot and wearing costumes. 
  
He stays all afternoon. We watch MTV, then he reads the paper my dad left 
behind and I have another sleep. I dream of him, even though he’s right next to 
me. We walk together through snow, but we’re hot and wearing swimming 
costumes. There are empty lanes and frosty trees and a road that curves and 
never ends. (p245) 
Tessa knows that her appetite reduces will make people around her scare. So she 
wants to be hungry just because wants to make her father happy. Sometimes she 
wants to lie and ask everything about food and drinks just to make them feel 
relieved. Although she doesn’t want it at all in reality. 
4.1.3 Changes of Attitudes 
Nearing her death, Tessa has some changes of attitudes. As we know that Tessa is a 
brave person, but nearing her death she becomes coward. Then approaching the 
death also changes Tessa from loveless to loveliness. 
 
4.1.3.1 From Brave to coward 
Tessa is a brave person. But nearing her death she becomes coward. She has always 
a courage in facing a problem. But nearing her death she feels so scared if she should 
face the death alone. She wants Adam accompanying her to face the death. 
  
4.1.3.2 From Loveless to Loveliness 
Although Tessa has love feeling to her loves one, she never express her feeling 
before. But then, approaching the death, she is easy to express her love feeling for 
people around her. At that time suddenly Tessa wants to hold her brother as dusk 
setles on the window ledge. Then Chal feels so terrified because she never asks him 
for it before. But he doesn’t want make her sister dissapointed, he then hold her. 
 
  “Aren’t you going to sleep with me anymore?” 
  
 “You might not want it, Tess. You might not want to be held.” 
 
 “What if I do?” 
 
 “Well, then I’ll hold you.” 
 
 But he’s terrified. I see it in his eyes. (p.270) 
 
4.1.4 Special Request 
The dying person may want something special. But the major character of this novel 




mother, Adam, Chal, and Zoey. The content of her special requests is different each 
other. Generally the content of her note is what she wants to they do after she dies. 
 
4.2 The Major Character’s Response to the Approaching Death 
4.2.1 Depressed 
She feels depressed because she has a dream like a normal teenage. She wants to go 
to school, continue the study, seeing her brother growing up, and many more. But 
after knowing that her death is near she feels that it’s nothing at all. She thinks that 
all of her wishes just be a dream. 
4.2.2 Envy 
When all those kids recently returned to classrooms with new bags and pencils case 
will be looking forward to half term already, but she should stay in a hospital. She 
can’t do what should other kids do. It makes her feel envy and feels that God is not 
fair to her. 
 
The doctor’s going on about drug trials now, how they probably won’t help 
me, but might help others. Dad’s still quietly crying, and I stare out the 
window and wonder why the light seems to be fading so quickly. How late is 
it? how long have we been sitting here? I look at my watch – three thirty and 
the day is almost ending. It’s October. All those kids recently returned to 
classroom with new bags and pencils cases will be looking forward to half 
term already. (p.51) 
 
4.2.3 Accept 
After so many incidents she got, she finally can accepts her cancer and decide to 
survive. She thinks that the only thing that makes sense at that time is she wants to 
live before she dies. She doesn’t want to wrap in blankets all the time. She believes 
that there still a beauty life that she can fight before she dies. 
 
4.2.4 Make Use of the Remaining Time 
In her remaining time, Tessa asks Zoey to help her in doing the things that she wrote. 
In her writing, she writes a whole long list things that she wants to do. Tessa thinks 
that what she wants to fight before she dies is a thing that makes she has spirit to life. 
4.3 The Influence of Death Awareness on the Goal Achievement 
After getting her death awareness, Tessa has a good thinking that she doesn’t want to 
let herself giving up with her condition. She thinks that she has still a good way to 
use her remaining time to be useful. Then she has spirit to live with all of her 
condition. 
 Tessa writes ten lists of things that she wants to do before she dies. She tries hard 
to reach her wants although she knows that she has no longer time for life. When she 
realizes that she has been ill for so long, puffed up and sick, she feels that the life is 
not fear for her. Then she decides that she doesn’t want to die like that. She feels 





A thought stabs up, growing from my toes and ripping through me, until it 
stifles everything else and becomes the only thing I’m thinking. It fills me up, 
like a silent scream. I’ve been ill for so long, puffed up and sick, with patchy 
skin, flaky fingernails, disappearing hair and a feeling of nausea that permeates 
to my bones. It’s not fair. I don’t want to die like this, not before I’ve even lived 
properly. It seems so clear to me. I feel almost hopeful, which is mad. I want to 
live before I die. It’s the only thing that makes sense. (p.51) 
4.4 The Reason Why the Author Addressed the Medical Case 
After reading and analyzing the novel, the researcher can find the reason that what 
the writer wants to make clear is that death is a kind of obvious. The author wants to 
make clear how a person feels when they only have a few months to life. Then she 
will have an awareness of death. The death awareness can make a person 
appreciating life and make the most of it. Because it will be over before we know it. 
 Then, after the researcher has looked for several information about Before I Die 
novel and the story behind why Jenny Downham writes the novel, there is no special 
answer why the author added the medical case on it. According to 
www.mobile.nytimes.com, Jenny reads a lot of books about cancer and worked with 
nurse to make sure the story was factually correct, but she was never supposed the 
novel to be a medical or hospital based story. 
 
5. Discussion 
The fictional finalism of Tessa comes from her cancer diagnosis she gets. Before 
Tessa gets her cancer diagnosis she dreams of thing like a normal kids. She wants to 
go to school everyday, continue the study, get a job she loves, have a family, and 
look her brother growing old. But then Tessa gets her cancer diagnosis and she has 
predicted by the doctor that she has limited time for life. After knowing her 
condition she feels that her dreams is impossible to be reached. Therefore she can 
compensate her fictional finalism.The inferiority feeling of the major character arises 
because of her and her condition. Her inferiority feeling is also influenced by people 
around her. As a person who has cancer diagonis and limited time for life make her 
feels envy and depressed. But then because of her death awareness and spirit to fight, 
she can overcome his inferiority feelings by herself, her friend, and her family. As 
the response of her inferiority feelings she does many efforts to strive for 
superiority.Then she asks Zoey to help her. Her ambition is to do what she writes on 
her list before she dies. Although some of her list is illegal she goes on to do it. 
Sometimes she doesn’t pay attention on what she wants to do, although it is bad for 
her or people around her. In other words, the death awareness make her do whatever 
which can make her goal finished, no matter what is going to be happend.Tessa’s 
social interest is formed by interacting with her friends, Tessa and Adam. She 
realizes that to achieve her goal she need for help. Especially in doing sex, drugs, 
breaking the rule and having someone who can love her until she dies. She learns 
how to do sex and breaking the rule with Tessa. And then to reach her goal in 




next goal she involves them two to help her. Style of life that Tessa has, represents to 
her personality as a human who lives in the society. His style of life such as a 
fighter, having a good spirit to life, and ambitious help her so much and make her 
not give up with her cancer especially to achieve her goal. All of his styles of life 
above show that she is aware of death in doing all of her list. The creative power of 
the major character is shown when she replaces number seven of her list. Number 
seven of her list is travelling to the world, but then she swaps it for getting her 
mother and father getting back together. She thinks that it’s more needed in the 
approaching of her death. Because nearing her death, a person usually wants to 
getting closer and being collected with her love one. 
 According to the theory of psychology of literature by Wellek and Warren 
(1949), all psychological phenomena re unified within the individual in a self 
consistent manner. Literature as the reflection of human activity is created for 
understanding human’s existence along with all of this mental and inner self-
problem. Literature and psychology have the same object of the research that is 
human being. Literature has closed relationship to psychology.  After analyzing 
Before I Die novel through its relationship to psychology, it is evident that in this 
novel the author addressed phenomenon of psychology when a person realizes that 
death is obvious and near. Then she has some changes of her life. Death awareness 
influences her attitudes, thinking, and goal achievement. Then her death awareness 
makes her appreciating her remaining time of life. 
 
6. Conclusion 
Based on the analysis in the previous chapter, this study comes to the following 
conclusions. Firstly, there are four indicators of the approaching death, namely 
physical changes, increased sleep and reduced appetite, changes of attitudes, and 
special request. Secondly, the response for the approaching death includes being 
depressed, envy, accepting the reality and making use the remaining time. Being 
depressed comes because they still can’t accept the reality. They think that they do 
not live longer after that she can feel envy with people around her who has normal 
life or good healthy. But so far, they who have a good thinking will accept the reality. 
They believe that there is beautiful reason why God gives them cancer. So, they will 
appreciate her remaining time of her life. Third, the influences of death awareness on 
goal achievement are people can appreciate their remaining time of life, having spirit 
to live, and having desire to do something strange that normal people don’t. The last, 
death is a kind of obvious. The author wants to make clear how a person feels when 
they only have a few months to life. 
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